*PUBLIC HEALTH

ractice-Based Research Networks

Designing a Successful Practice-Based Research
Network in Public Health: Key Concepts

Successful_ public health practice-based research networks (PBRNs) will require organizational, financial, and

mtellectual resources that allow practtoners and researchers to mount studies in real-world public health settings.
The following characteristics are expected to be important to the success of public health PBRNs, based on the
experience of PBRNs in other practce settings.

Geographic Scope

Public health PBRNs may find it beneficial to organize around members that serve a common geographic area such
as a single stare or collection of neighboring states. Along with the benefits of proximity, this regional focus allows
for some degree of commonality in the geographic, cultural, demographic, economic, political, and/or
environmental conditions facing network members and the communites they serve—thereby facilitating decision-
making on research priorities. Networks may choose to span two or more states where feasible, in order to allow
for some within-network variation in state organizational and policy context, thereby increasing opportunities for
comparative research and natural experiments on policy change.

Membership Size and Type

A public health PBRN should include both state and local govermnmental public health agencies as members, and
smllow for more members as this becomes feasible. Many of the public health programs and policies to be studied
@irough PBRNSs will be implemented at the local-agency level, and will require sufficient numbers of agencies to
serve as intervention and comparison sites. In some cases, it may be feasible to include large numbers of agencies
m a single network if local agencies are organized within a larger regional or statewide system that facilitates
communication and coordination across agencies.
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Local governmental public health agencies are likely to be the most prevalent type of member in most

- networks, but networks should also include state public health agencies in their region as members wherever
possible. Additionally, PBRN members should involve their community partners in specific research projects that
address topics of relevance to these parmers. All nerworks must include an academic research center or institute
that offers methodological expertise in research design, data collection, and data analysis along with experience in
applying these skills in applied public health research studies or closely related types of research.

Organizational Structure

A PBRN network should identify one of their member public health agencies to serve as the lead spofnsoring
organizagon, providing an institutional home for the network (Figure 1). The PBRN director and key staff will be
based at this sponsoring institution. This instirution will establish and maintain formal relationships with all other
organizational members.
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Financial Resources

Public health PBRNs will receive an annual allotment of start-up funds to cover the costs of core staff and materials

required for initial research activitics. Networks are expected to leverage these start-up funds by using their initial
research actvities to generate preliminary data and findings that will lead to competitive applications for addinonal
extramural funding for larger research projects. Funding opportunities for PBRN-sponsored research projects exist
in muldple sources, including the RWJF-supposted research programs, federal research programs at CDC and NIH,
state government agencies, and other foundation and nonprofit grant-makers.

Information Technology and Data Resources

PBRN will require processes for collecting and exchanging data among network members for use in research
studies. Fach network must identify the range of available data sources to be used in collaborative research, and
establish HIPAA-compliant data use agreements and ensure that all research staff have adequate training in data
security procedures. Existing data sources to be used in PBRN research may include birth and death records,
reportable disease surveillance systems, cancer and other disease registries, and data from administrative records.

Communication and Decision-Making Processes

Public health PBRNs will establish multiple communication mechanisms that allow public health agencies and
researchers to exchange informaton about research ideas, funding opportunities, interpretation of findings, and
implicadons for practice. These mechanisms include a dedicated website, print and electronic newsletters, an
electronic listserv, monthly conference calls, and an annual meetung. '

Research Focus Areas

Each PBRN should identify a specific set of research issues and questions on which their network will focus
initially. These issues should be consistent with the skills and experiences of proposed network members and with
the context and environment in which these members practice. Initial studies may seek to charactenze the scope or
nature of the problem across network sites, identify causal pathways, or test improvement strategies. Research
issues should reflect issues of high importance and relevance for the field of public health practice, such as those
involving public health workforce issues, financing methods, organizational and governance structures, public
health law and policy, and/or quality improvement initiatives.

Technical Assistance

The National Coordinating Center will provide technical assistance and support to emerging public health PBRNs
through a number of different mechanisms, including printable guidance documents and briefs, quatterly video and
web-cast training sessions, annual conferences, monthly conference calls, a telephone helpline, and customized
consultation through an allotment 10 days of expert technical assistance per network. Each network will develop an
inventory of their technical assistance needs in order to determine how best to utilize these resources.




